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I remember my mother telling me about her business trip to the UK sometime in the early 
1980s. On her trip she had used the word negro to refer to a person of African descent 
and had caused a few raised eyebrows. She had used the word in perfect innocence, 
without realising it was not considered a neutral expression, as this was the word she had 
learned at school in English class in the 1960s. Furthermore, the word with the same 
linguistic background, neekeri, was still considered normal, and even an everyday 
expression, in her native language Finnish.  
This example is a clear indicator that words have different connotations associated 
with them and that these connotations vary in different cultures, from one individual to 
another, and also through time. For example, Thorne (1990) says that Jap is “generally 
more pejorative in American and Australian speech than in British.” French (1980: 117) 
takes this view a little further and does not only talk how these connotations are 
represented in different varieties of English but rather talks about the social environment 
by stating that “verbal aggression […] has meaning only within the social environment 
in which it is fostered.”  
French (ibid.) believes “that particular social environments share common negative 
subcultural groups.” French (1980: 118) further states that most people sharing the same 
cultural environment should be able to recognize socially sanctioned verbal slurs, even 
those who do not necessarily share the sentiments connoted by these terms. It is my 
hypothesis, then, that non-native speakers may not be familiar with all the underlying 
meanings of certain words. Therefore, this thesis studies the attitudes of Finnish non-
native speakers of English towards English terms referring to different ethnic groups, 
specifically whether they recognize the terms that are presented to them and, additionally, 
how offensive they think that the words are.  
It is fairly obvious that derogatory words are not part of the language teaching at 
school. Because of their sociolinguistic importance, Mercury (1995: 28), on the other 
hand, believes that obscenities should definitely be part of the EFL, English as a foreign 
language, teaching. He especially believes that “students who are learning conversational 
English also need to learn what is acceptable or unacceptable in taboo language behavior. 
Having the opportunity to discuss it affords the learners the chance to understand the 
importance of the nonlinguistic practices that largely determine its use” (Mercury 1995: 
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35). If derogatory words are not part of the EFL teaching, as I claim is the situation in 
Finland, it means that ethnic slurs must be learned somewhere outside the language 
classroom. Therefore, another aim of this study is to find out whether living in an English-
speaking country, or attending a school where English is the main language used, has any 
significance in recognizing ethnic terms. 
Finland has two official languages, Finnish and Swedish, with Swedish being part 
of the family of Germanic languages along with English and Finnish being part of the 
Finno-Ugric language group. Therefore, I believe it is also relevant to compare whether 
there are any differences in how often the native speakers of these two languages 
recognize and how offensive do they find different terms referring to different ethnic 
groups. 
When learners of English first encounter a new word they will probably search for 
a definition on the internet or, if they want to be absolutely sure about the definition and 
also want to know about the stylistic, geographical, or social restrictions relating to the 
use of a given word, they look up the word in an online or traditional dictionary. Also, it 
is necessary for the purpose of this paper, that I have dictionary definitions available for 
the ethnic terms that I am going to study. Therefore, as a natural consequence of the 
research process, I shall also investigate how dictionaries deal with different nouns 
referring to different ethnic groups, and what the dictionaries say about the usage and 
offensiveness of these words; that is, whether they give the user a warning of the potential 
risks of using the word. 
To my knowledge, a study such as this has never been performed before. French 
(1980) has, however, studied how well different ethnic slurs are recognized among 
college students from Northern and Southern parts of United States. Some of the terms 
that he studied, such as Chinaman, Jap, Nigger1, Cracker, and Redskin are also part of 




1 During the course of this research process I, as a non-native speaker of English, have even more clearly 




this study, although no comparison is made to French’s study as the study is somewhat 
dated by now. 
I begin this thesis by explaining how we use and understand words and language in 
Chapter 2. In Chapter 2, I also describe the Finnish society, and the official languages, 
and the position of English in Finland as the study concentrates largely on the language 
attitudes of Finns. The questions relating to the individual speakers’ evaluation of the 
words presented to them are handled by analysing data gathered in an online survey, 
presented in Chapter 3. The results are presented in Chapter 4, and further discussed in 
Chapter 5. The question regarding how dictionaries deal with different ethnic terms is 
answered by analysing dictionary entries from different types of dictionaries. These 
results are presented in Section 3.3. Finally, in Chapter 6, I summarize the results of the 
study and discuss the validity and reliability of the study, and any further implications of 
the study. 
   




in American English, given the history of the African American population and the whole black experience 
up to and including the present day. I am also aware that I am not part of the in-group to allow me to use 
the word in its reappropriated sense. However, as a researcher and part of this paper, I have chosen to use 
the actual term, instead of the euphemism, when referring to the word itself. Indeed, the same principle 




In this Chapter I discuss some key terminology and background information relevant to 
my study. I first concentrate on taboo language in general (Section 2.1). I then move on 
to explain how taboo terms are used in foreign language (Section 2.1.1) and what is meant 
by linguistic xenophobia (Section 2.1.2). In Section 2.2 I first discuss the concept of 
meaning on a general level, then proceed to explain the concepts connotation and 
denotation (Section 2.2.1). After that, I discuss the different ways that the meaning of a 
word can change (Section 2.2.2). Section 2.2.3 handles reappropriation, and after that, in 
Section 2.3, I explain what is meant by euphemism, dysphemism and political correctness. 
Towards the end of the Chapter I concentrate on describing the Finnish context. 
One of the aims of this study is to find out whether there are any differences in the 
recognition and evaluation of offensiveness of different English language ethnicity words 
between the native speakers of Finnish and Swedish. Thus, I discuss the position of the 
two languages in Finland in Section 2.4. In Section 2.5 I explain the status of English in 
Finland, whereas in Section 2.6 I briefly describe the ethnic makeup of Finland. Finally, 
in light of the theoretical framework stated in this Chapter, I state my hypotheses 
regarding the outcome of the survey (Section 2.7). 
 
2.1 Taboo Language 
Allan and Burridge (1991: 12) explain that taboo, a word borrowed from Tongan, was 
originally used to mean prohibited behaviour. The reason for the prohibition was that the 
behaviour was somehow seen to be a danger to certain individuals, or to the whole society. 
The violation of the taboo would, then, cause harm to the violator or to others in his/her 
company. 
In today’s world, however, taboo terms are avoided because they are considered to 
be distasteful in some way. The user of a taboo term is probably not fearing that some 
physical or metaphysical harm would befall him/her, or the addressee, but rather that s/he 
might lose face by offending the other person’s sensibilities. Some people, Allan and 
Burridge (ibid.) claim, avoid using taboo terms because their own sensibilities might get 
hurt, simply by the unpleasantness or ugliness of the taboo terms. 
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Hughes (2006: XV), on the other hand, believes that it is first necessary to discuss 
swearing and word magic2 in order to describe what taboo language is. He has come to 
the conclusion that there are different modes of swearing and word magic, and that we 
use swearing to “swear by some higher force or somebody; we swear that something is 
so; we swear to do something; we swear at something or somebody; and we swear simply 
out of anger, disappointment, or frustration.”  
Hughes’s theory of people’s uses of swearing (ibid.) has led him to identify 13 
different modes of swearing, which are demonstrated in Figure 1 by dividing the different 
modes of swearing under the binary opposite categories of “sacred”, “profane”, and 
“taboo.” The different modes of swearing are divided by the “line of acceptability.”  
 
Figure 1. Varieties of swearing according to Hughes (2006: XVI). 
Hughes makes a remark, however, that “oaths” can be either sacred or profane. Ethnic 
slurs, as well as spells, obscenity, and foul language, are defined under “taboo” as they 




2 The term essentially refers to the belief that words, especially when used ritualistically or in some form 
of incantation, have the power to unlock mysterious powers in nature and to affect human beings and their 
relationships. They may be employed benevolently, as in the case of charms and prayers, or malignantly, 
as in the case of spells and curses. An essential aspect of taboo is grounded in the belief that certain forces, 
creatures, and practices ought not be named, which results in the suppression of the “dangerous” terms and 
the generation of pacifying euphemisms (Hughes 2006: 512-513). 
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are purely secular and do not have any sacred equivalent. Additionally, Hughes points out 
that there is also a binary opposition in “Taboo” itself as it can refer to human experiences, 
words, or deeds that cannot be mentioned because they are either ineffably sacred, like 
the name of God, or unspeakably vile, like incest (ibid.). 
 Mercury (1995: 30), on the other hand, is of the opinion that all obscene language 
is taboo language because its use in public is somehow restricted. He cites Arango (1989) 
who states that these restrictions exist either explicitly or implicitly. For example, a 
television network censor who governs language on television is an example of an explicit 
restriction. Then again, an example of an implicit restriction is, for instance, parents who 
use euphemisms (more on euphemisms in Section 2.3) to describe sexual body parts or 
body processes when talking to their children. As such, then, taboo words are not 
supposed to be spoken anywhere, anytime. Mercury admits, though, that these words can 
be heard so often in public places that it is difficult to understand the degree to which they 
are taboo, even though they are socially frowned upon and therefore taboo.  
Allan and Burridge (1991: 117) see that the purpose of using insults is to affront the 
target’s face and thereby destroy social harmony. Therefore, we consider the terms of 
insult to be socially taboo. They further point out that the hearer is often insulted by the 
use of taboo terms, especially if the social distance between the hearer and the user is 
wide, or there is a difference in the status of the hearer and the user.  
However, as Hartmann (1983b: 5) points out, the status of the words, i.e. whether 
we consider the words to be appropriate or inappropriate, is not stable. The usage changes 
from generation to generation and also varies regionally. A word that is perfectly 
appropriate in one variety may be considered inappropriate, or even “vulgar”, “slang”, or 
“taboo”, in some other variety. 
 
2.1.1 Taboo Terms in Foreign Language 
Dewaele (2010) acknowledges that showing emotions, including negative emotions, such 
as anger and swearing, can be difficult when speaking in non-native language. One of the 
reasons for this is that expressing emotions, such as anger, include a certain amount of 
losing control over one’s emotions, and may similarly include losing control over one’s 
linguistic resources (Dewaele 2010: 107).  
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Dewaele (2010: 217) also points out that language learners need to have 
possibilities for authentic communication. Especially expressions of emotions learned in 
the classroom seem to be lacking in emotional resonance, whereas when learners of 
foreign languages have the possibility to use the expressions in natural contexts the 
situation is totally different. Additionally, the more the learners of foreign language 
actually use the foreign language, the more likely they are to also use it to express 
emotions, without a fear of making grammatical or pronunciation mistakes, or the 
reactions of their interlocutor. However, Dewaele (2010: 217-218) makes a remark that 
although learners of foreign language may feel capable and confident using emotional 
expressions in the foreign language, it will take years of studying before the positive 
language characteristics and the emotional strength of the swearwords equals those of the 
person’s first language. According to Dewaele (2010: 108), it is especially difficult for 
foreign language users to access the grading of taboo words for a given referent right. The 
words do not only vary emotionally, but they also differ by how different users use them, 
and in which context. Moreover, Dewaele (2010: 112) claims that although English 
swearwords have become lingua franca borrowings in many languages, and although they 
may have retained their foreign character, they do, however, lack in their emotional 
resonance and can therefore be seen as more acceptable.  
 
2.1.2 Linguistic Xenophobia 
According to Hughes (1991: 126) xenophobia, a deep antipathy for foreigners, has a long 
history. He says that it is understandable because during the course of time visitors were 
more likely to be hostile in their intentions, bearing arms rather than gifts. Originally, 
military and religious rivalry was the cause for xenophobic attitudes, but they were later 
replaced by economic competition and the problems of assimilation in modern society. 
Hughes (2006: 146) points out that ethnic insults represent the most obvious type of 
linguistic xenophobia and prejudice against out-group members. Malicious, ironic, or 
humorous distortions of the target group’s identity are often the base of these insults and, 
in order to create and label these identities, stereotypes and nicknames are frequently 
exploited. Hughes reminds us, however, that in the development of a term of abuse a 
crucial factor is not the word itself, but who uses it (ibid.). To exemplify his statement, 
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he cites Dillard (1977: 96) who claims that “even nigger was not offensive to Blacks until 
whites used it in a derogatory way”. 
 Hughes (1991: 128) also demonstrates that the number of xenophobic terms in the 
English language rose sharply in the 19th century. He claims that this was due to the rise 
of nationalism and imperialism. One of the consequences of imperialism was colonization 
and the denigration of the conquered peoples. Hughes (2006: 148) states that this process 
happened in three ways: (i) first by using a general term, such as native, as a label of 
inferiority, and contrasted by European. (ii) Since the colonizers were white, by using 
words that describe different gradations of colour, such as mulatto or negro. (iii) Thirdly, 
by using more specific terms, such as boer in South Africa and coolie in India. Eventually, 
as xenophobia spread, the specific terms, such as dago, came to represent all foreigners. 
In addition to the rise of imperialism, many terms of ethnic insult were also spawned 
by war. Especially during World War I several hostile terms for the Germans, such as 
fritz, kraut, and jerry, appeared (Hughes 1991: 129). Indeed, Hughes (1991: 135) makes 
a statement that verbal abuse only represents prejudice and is caused by a group’s 
historical conflicts with another group. Because the British have had more military 
conflicts with the French and the Germans than other nations, ethnic slurs towards these 
two nations are numerous in the English language. Similarly, the out-group most often 
seen to be involved in economic competition, the Jews, is equally well represented in the 
number of slurs towards them.  
 Furthermore, along with direct ethnic slurs, Hughes (1991: 132) also presents 
another way in which hostilities for foreign nations can be evident in the language. For 
instance, in the 17th century all the different expressions used for the disease known today 
as syphilis somehow incorporated a reference to France, such as French pox, French gout, 
or the Frenchman.   
  
2.2 Meaning of a Word 
Cruse (2000: 105) points out that the concept of meaning of a word is problematic because 
the meaning of a word is always affected by the context in which it is used. He continues 
by giving an example of the uses of the word bank in two different sentences: They 
moored the boat to the bank and He is the manager of a local bank (ibid.). This 
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demonstrates that the meaning of the word bank can refer either to a specific area or a 
place, or to a financial institution, depending on the context. The view is also shared by 
Hartmann (1983a: 109) who stresses the fact that both the interlocutors normally need to 
share the context in order for the communication to be successful. He further states that 
“language is a rule-governed behaviour in interactive contexts” (ibid.). 
Indeed, Lipka (1992: 24) also states that there are problems discussing words in 
isolation. Lipka (1992: 63), therefore, makes a remark about the difference between 
lexical meaning and actual meaning, where the first one refers to the meaning of the 
lexeme or lexical unit, and the latter represents the meaning in context.  
In my survey the respondents are asked to evaluate the ethnic terms without any 
context. This means that the respondents’ views on the offensiveness of the terms are 
mostly derived from the lexical meaning of the terms.   
 
2.2.1 Connotation and Denotation  
Important elements of a word’s meaning are the denotations and connotations of a word. 
Jackson (2002: 16) states that there is a commonly made distinction between the two 
terms. According to him, a word’s denotation is what the word actually represents or 
refers to in a straightforward and neutral manner. Connotation, on the other hand, 
represents the associations that a speaker or a speech community has, often on an emotive 
level with the word. As an example of the distinction between a connotation and a 
denotation, Jackson talks about the word champagne. The denotation of the word is a 
sparkling wine from a specific region of France, but the connotation of the word could be 
celebration, or expensive lifestyle.  
 Jackson (ibid.) also notes that some connotations may only occur in certain 
contexts, or be restricted in scope. For instance, the connotations to the word blitz may be 
restricted to only those people who lived through World War II, or the connotations of 
the word safe to only those people with a hazardous occupation. Connotations of a word 
can also be restricted to individual persons. Conversely, connotations that are shared by 
a large group of speakers can be seen to contribute to the meaning of the lexeme. 
Lipka (1992: 63) takes the discussion a little bit further. He points out that the 
concepts of synonym and connotation are very close to each other. Synonyms do have the 
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same denotations, that is, they share the same cognitive, or conceptual meaning. However, 
they differ by the connotations that they have. For example, in this study the ethnic terms 
African-American, Black, and Nigger denote the same group of people, and are thus 
synonyms, but the words have very different connotations. 
Curzan (2014: 158) discusses an interesting aspect of connotations. She talks about 
the word niggardly, which, according to her, has almost fallen out of use in American 
English because of the negative connotations that people attach to it. Although the word 
is etymologically not related to nigger many language users might reparse the word as 
nigger + ed + ly, which would make it a highly offensive word. 
Connotations, such as the examples given above, also affect the results of my 
survey, as the respondents’ views on the offensiveness of a word actually represent the 
negative connotations that the respondent thinks that the word possesses.   
 
2.2.2 Changes in the Meaning of Words 
As briefly mentioned earlier, words also change their meaning through time in a process 
called semantic change. For example, in the works of Jane Austen the word interfere is 
not considered to have any negative qualities, but rather is similar in meaning to the word 
intervene today. Also, Austen used the word handsome to refer to both men and women 
(Cruse 2000: 214). On the other hand, as Hughes (1988: 9) points out, such changes are 
rarely simple, nor do they happen suddenly. A typical scenario is such where the 
established senses of a word slowly disappear and the new senses progressively replace 
them. 
   In addition to the change of meaning, another aspect of semantic change has to do 
with register. By register Hughes (1988: 17) means the choice of an appropriate term in 
a given context, whether a social situation or a literal context. Thereby, semantic change 
involving register essentially means changes in social connotations of an expression. The 
most important aspect of register, according to Hughes (ibid.), is the degree of formality 
of the language used. 
 When discussing changes of a word’s meaning the important concepts of 
amelioration and deterioration (also known as pejoration) need to be remembered also. 
According to Hughes (1988: 12), in the process of amelioration “a word takes on 
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favourable connotations”, but in the process of deterioration pejorative associations are 
attached to it. However, out of these two deterioration seems to be a more common 
phenomenon than amelioration, but both of the processes are often indicators of social 
changes. As an example of amelioration and deterioration we can think about the 
preferred name for the African American community, which Curzan (2014: 158-167) 
discusses in some length. According to her, Negro was the preferred term until the mid-
twentieth century when it was replaced by Black. Later, in 1988, African American 
became the preferred term as advocated by Jesse Jackson and other leaders of the African 
American community. The change in the frequency of these words in American English 
books is illustrated in Figure 2. 
 
Figure 2. The frequency of “Negro”, “Black” and “African American” in American English books, 1900-2008, in 
Google Books Ngram Viewer. 
 
2.2.3 Reappropriation 
We all must have seen TV programs or films in English, or heard English rap lyrics where 
persons with African ancestry use the word nigger to refer to themselves. This 
phenomenon is now defined in linguistics as reappropriation, which Galinsky et al. 
(2013: 2020) define as “taking possession of a slur previously used exclusively by 
dominant groups to reinforce another group’s lesser status.” Curzan (2014: 143) points 
out, however, that when we define what reappropriation means we should also state the 
goals of reappropriation. Curzan continues by citing Brontsema (2004) who states that 
the process of reappropriation can aim for neutralization of a word, that is to clean the 
word of its negative connotations so that the group can use it as a neutral name for itself. 
This way the term could lose some of its social power and it is no longer loaded in a 
positive or negative way. Brontsema further continues, stating that reappropriation can 
12 
 
also be used to reverse a term’s value, so that it becomes a positive term symbolizing 
solidarity. The third method that Brontsema describes is to exploit the stigma of the term 
itself and use it to raise awareness of social attitudes and discrimination, thus making the 
term a radical statement. According to Curzan (ibid.), the significance of this method is 
that although it might not be possible to erase the stigma of a term, it still does not mean 
that reclaiming the term, or the efforts to do so, would not be important.  
 The intended scope of acceptable use can also differ between reappropriation efforts 
(Brontsema 2004, as cited in Curzan 2014: 143). The aim of the efforts can be, for 
example, to encourage wider use of a formerly disparaging term, such as gay, or queer, 
in the speech community. Similarly, the group may encourage the use of a new, neutral 
term, instead of the term which is seen to have negative connotations, as in the campaign 
of promoting the use of African American and Black, rather than Negro (ibid.). 
 When it comes to the use of the word nigger, as illustrated at the beginning of this 
Section, Curzan (2014: 143) describes its reappropriation as a process where the in-group 
advocates the term’s use as a type of in-group language, meaning that the more powerful 
out-group is disempowered from using the term.  
 According to Curzan (2014: 144) both of the reappropriation strategies presented 
above are “powerful linguistic moves,” and highlights their main logic by stating the 
following:  
The ﬁrst approach aims to change general discourse. It takes a term with a history 
of hateful usage and tries to bleach it of those connotations in all contexts – to take 
the degradation out of the word for all speakers. The second approach creates new 
social taboos that heighten awareness about discrimination. It draws lines between 
those who have been discriminated against by a term and those who have had the 
power to use the term to discriminate. It empowers those who have been 
discriminated against to censure unacceptable use of the derogatory term – both as 
a derogatory term and as a reappropriated term, based on the premise that for those 
out-group speakers it can never be reappropriated. For them, the term will always 
be derogatory.  
Galinsky et al. (2013: 2020) have similar views as Curzan. They suggest that using 
the derogatory term to self-label their own group may reduce the term’s stigmatizing 
value, and even revalue it, transforming the derogatory term, which original purpose was 
to demean, into expressions declaring self-respect.  
In their study Galinsky et al. (2013: 2028) suggest that power is closely tied with 
self-labelling. However, only group, not individual, power seems to increase the 
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stigmatized group members’ willingness to label themselves with a derogatory term. 
Thus, a “group’s power helps determine the likelihood of self-labeling, and once a group 
begins self-labeling, group power is perceived as increasing. Increased perceptions of 
power then attenuate the stigma attached to the derogatory group label” (ibid.). 
 
2.3 Euphemism and Dysphemism and Political Correctness 
Most people would probably describe political correctness as behaviour where respect is 
shown to all, especially in the use of language. According to Hughes (2010: 21), the 
driving force behind the development of political correctness, in its essential sense of 
respect, is the awareness of multiculturalism in a particular society. Hughes claims that 
this is true in both the United States and Britain, but not in countries such as Japan (ibid.)  
Hughes (2010: 14) claims that a typical feature of political correct language is 
avoiding judgemental terms, “preferring an artificial currency of polysyllabic abstract 
euphemistic substitutions.” Thereby, the concept of euphemism is closely connected to 
taboo language (see Section 2.1). Allan and Burridge (1991: 11) define euphemism as 
follows: “A euphemism is used as an alternative to a dispreferred expression, in order to 
avoid possible loss of face: either one’s own face or, through giving offense, that of the 
audience, or of some third party.” Allan and Burridge (1991: 12) claim, however, that 
using euphemisms also serves other purposes than just avoiding taboo terms. Many 
euphemisms are used in order to avoid terms that would not suit the speaker’s 
communicative purpose in the situation. Allan and Burridge exemplify this by stating that 
in politics nobody ever seems to use words such as bribes, graft, and expenses paid 
vacations, but rather talk about honorariums, campaign contributions, and per diem 
travel reimbursements. Although bribes, graft, and expenses paid vacations are not taboo 
terms, the latter terms still have more positive, or less negative, connotations.  
Hughes (1988: 15) states that certain socially sensitive areas, such as sex, race, 
illness, financial collapse, poverty, mental incapacity of various sorts, death, excretion, 
and swearing, are more prone to have euphemisms covering the taboos. For example, the 
taboo of dying is often referred to with a euphemism, such as to pass away. Allan and 
Burridge (1991: 20) point out, however, that telling which term is the euphemism and 
which one is the dispreferred term is not always easy, and the word choice often depends 
on the style.  
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As already stated in Section 2.1, taboos within the same broad cultural group can 
also differ from each other. For instance, Hughes (1988: 15) notes that the word cock can 
be heard in all classes of speech in the UK, but in America its use is avoided. Thus, 
cockroach is dispreferred to roach, and rooster is used instead of cockerel, although the 
associations of “penis” date back all the way to the 14th century. Indeed, Allan and 
Burridge (1991: 23) claim that language has a tendency to abandon homonyms of taboo 
terms. However, with the liberation of taboos from swearing new terms, such as cock-
teaser and cock-sucker, have emerged, especially in American student usage (Hughes 
1988: 15). On the other hand, Allan and Burridge (1991: 23) point out that words cockpit 
and cocktail do not seem to be avoided, which, I dare to claim, is still true today. 
The less well known term dysphemism, on the other hand, refers to the opposite 
process where the taboos are directly, and deliberately violated. A dysphemism referring 
to dying is, for example, to push up daisies. According to Allan and Burridge (1991: 26) 
dysphemisms are used when “talking about one’s opponents, things one wishes to show 
disapproval of, and things one wishes to be seen to downgrade.” They further claim that 
dysphemisms are often used by political groups when talking about their opponents, 
feminists when talking about men, and macho types when talking about women and effete 
behaviour.  
Allan and Burridge (1991: 28) also point out that just as with euphemisms, 
“dysphemism is not necessarily a property of the word itself, but the way it is used.” They 
take the example of Asian, which, as such, has no dysphemistic properties. However, in 
Australia, for instance, when people of Asian ancestry are called Asian instead of Korean 
or Chinese, for example, many feel that the word is dysphemistic. 
 
2.4 Finnish and Swedish in Finland 
Since 1922 Finland has had two official languages, Finnish and Swedish. However, the 
Ministry of Justice (2013) estimates that there are altogether 148 languages spoken in the 
country, with Russian, Estonian, Somali, English, and Arabic representing the largest 
language groups after Finnish and Swedish.  
According to official Finnish statistics the total population of Finland was 
5,487,308 at the end of year 2015. The majority of the population, 88.7%, spoke Finnish 
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as their native language and 5.3% Swedish (OSF 2015a). Both language groups have 
similar rights to use their language in official circumstances, and both language groups 
have access to education in their native language from kindergarten to higher education. 
What is significant, however, is that, when it comes to learning English, the learning 
results of those whose mother-tongue is Swedish are better than those of the speakers of 
Finnish (Härmälä et al. 2014: 170). This can especially be seen in the productive skills of 
speaking and writing but not so clearly when it comes to understanding the language 
(ibid). I believe one reason for this might be the fact that Swedish, together with English, 
belongs to the Germanic branch of Indo-European language family. Finnish, on the other 
hand, is one of the Finno-Ugric languages, together with Estonian and Hungarian, for 
example. The similarity of the structures between Swedish and English, such as the use 
of articles and prepositions, might help speakers of Swedish in learning English. As my 
survey mainly focuses on understanding of English we may expect that there are no major 
differences between the two language groups in how familiar they are with the terms. 
 
2.5 English in Finland  
During the last few decades the status of English in Finland has changed rapidly. 
Leppänen et al. describe the change by saying that in the 1960s English was mainly 
considered a foreign language that was only learned in order to be able to communicate 
with foreigners, but in the 1980s practically everyone in Finland studied English at some 
point during their school years. By the 2000s English had become the main language used 
in international communication and, what is more, was used increasingly even within 
Finland, both as intra-group language and as the language used alternating and mixing 
with Finnish or Swedish (Leppänen et al. 2011: 15-16). 
Leppänen et al. (2011: 17) claim that one of the key factors affecting the change 
was Finland’s turn towards the Western world after World War II, with the English 
language as a symbol for this turn. One example of this was the acquisition of TV-series 
and films in English by the broadcasting companies. An important factor was the 
companies’ decision to use subtitling instead of dubbing the programs and films which 
gave the viewers daily exposure to English. Later, the increased use of the internet and 
the popularity of playing computer and video games have had the same effect (2011: 20). 
16 
 
Leppänen et al. (2011:17) further state that Finland is an extensively monolingual 
society which has also affected the role of English. Although the country is officially 
bilingual most Finnish-speaking Finns have been able to manage using only Finnish in 
all areas of life and most Swedish-speaking Finns are also able to communicate in Finnish, 
too. Hence, there has not been need for an additional language of communication, such 
as English, between the two language groups, unlike in many other bilingual or 
multilingual societies. 
Obviously, Finland cannot be considered a traditional base of English. One of the 
most popular models of describing the status of English as a world language, and, 
therefore, also an excellent model to describe the status of English in Finland, was 
developed by Kachru in the 1980s. According to Kachru, (1985: 12) his model of the 
three concentric circles of English, called the inner circle, the outer circle, and the 
expanding circle, represent the “types of spread, the patterns of acquisition and the 
functional domains in which English is used across cultures and languages.” Whereas the 
inner circle consists of the regions where English is the primary language spoken, such 
as the USA and the UK, the outer circle is formed by countries where English expanded 
early, mostly by colonization of the inner circle countries. English has an established 
status in the outer circle countries and it is only one language out of two or more languages 
spoken by bilinguals or multilinguals in the country.  
The expanding circle, then again, represents the status of English as an international 
lingua franca. The countries in the expanding circle may not have a history of colonization 
by the inner circle countries. The different functions of the English language in the three 
circles of English is displayed in Table 1. Kachru (1985: 14) admits, however, that the 
division, especially between the outer circle and expanding circle countries is not always 
unproblematic. Indeed, Finland has traditionally been seen as part of the expanding circle 
group. However, as many Finns’ attitude towards English is so positive and certain groups 
use the language so much, Leppänen et al. (2011: 168) suggest that Finland might already 
be said to fill Kachru’s criteria for belonging to the ESL, that is English as a second 
language, or outer circle, group. For instance, I have noticed that there are nowadays TV-





Table 1. Functional domains of English across the three circles according to Kachru (2005: 17) 
Leppänen et al. (2011: 16) also point out that the changing status of English has 
also caused a lot of discussion and debate. Some see English as a threat, corrupting the 
national languages and culture, while others see it as “an agent of progress and 
empowerment that is absolutely indispensable for Finns if they are to interact in a credible 
way with the world outside Finland’s borders” (ibid.). However, when Leppänen et al. 
(2011: 24) review previous studies made on the role of English in Finland they draw the 
conclusion that the spread of English into the Finnish society is not a one-way process 
where the English language have infiltrated the society, but rather a process where Finns 
have adopted English to serve their own needs, whether they are discursive, cultural, or 
social. This means that Finns are not forced to use English in order to manage in their 
professional or private lives but rather that Finns are developing awareness of the different 
roles and functions of two or more languages in their lives (Leppänen et al. 2011: 25). 
Leppänen et al. further state that “Finns will be able to select, switch between, and make 
use of the languages and their variant styles in ways appropriate to the situations, settings, 






2.5.1 English at School 
School, as mentioned earlier, has a large role to play in the strong status of English in 
Finland. According to the national curriculum (NCC 2014) it is now compulsory to study 
two languages in addition to the mother tongue during the basic education, one of which 
needs to be Swedish for the Finnish-speaking Finns and Finnish for the Swedish-speaking 
Finns. In addition to this, schools can arrange teaching in two additional languages which 
are optional for students. Studying English is not compulsory. However, according to 
Kangasvieri et al. (2011: 9) 90% of students choose English as their first foreign language, 
which normally begins at the age of eight or nine. The reason for this is not only the 
attractiveness of English but, as Kangasvieri et al. (2011: 21) point out, also due to the 
fact that 90% of the municipalities in Finland only offer English as the first language.  
The Finnish national curriculum is based on the Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages – Learning, Teaching, Assessment (CEFR). Its aim is to develop 
the learner’s communicative competence. Hartmann (1983a: 109) says that an essential 
part of the communicative competence of native speakers is “the ability to vary their 
usage according to the situation in which they find themselves as well as the ability to 
recognize such variation.” 
As the CEFR is concerned with foreign language learning and teaching they have 
taken Hartmann’s view a little further and describe communicative competence as a 
concept consisting of the following components (CEFR 2001: 108-129): (i) linguistic 
competences, which represent a language user’s amount and quality of linguistic 
knowledge, such as grammatical and semantic knowledge. An important aspect of 
linguistic competence is also the way that the language user has organised and processed 
this knowledge and how s/he is able to handle it. Successful communication requires that 
the linguistic competences of both the user and the addressee are sufficiently similar.  
(ii) Sociolinguistic competences mean a language user’s knowledge and skills 
relating to the social dimension of language use, that is language as a sociocultural 
phenomenon. For example, politeness conventions are part of the sociolinguistic 
competence. 
(iii) Pragmatic competences are concerned with the language user’s knowledge of 
functioning communication which is based on expressions that are correctly organized 
and structured, and that are supporting interaction by their content. 
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In theory, then, the Finnish school system should provide the necessary tools for 
Finns to understand the different connotations and sociolinguistic dimensions that are 
required in order to evaluate the offensiveness of the ethnicity words in my survey. 
However, as Dewaele (2010: 221) states, emotion-laden words and expressions are 
usually not taught in the classroom, although he thinks that they are an essential part of 
sociolinguistic competence and should therefore be taught, but with a word of warning. 
 
2.6 The Ethnic Makeup of Finland 
French (1980) talks about the relation between racial and ethnic slurs and socially 
sanctioned outgroups. According to him “racial and ethnic outgroups represent socially 
sanctioned targets of aggression and […] verbal slurs depicting these targets provide 
convenient avenues of psychological tension-management for frustrated members of 
society, stigmatized subcultural members included” (French 1980: 117).  
One of the aims of this study is to find out how offensive Finnish non-native 
speakers of English find certain expressions. On the other hand, as stated above, an 
individual’s own ethnic background may affect his/her attitudes towards different ethnic 
groups. Therefore, it is also relevant for the purpose of my study to describe what the 
main ethnic groups of Finland are. As there are no official statistics available on different 
ethnicities in Finland, I am using other available data to provide some light on the issue.  
As Finland lies in the north-eastern corner of Europe, the remoteness, the climate, 
the surrounding sea, and the vast areas of wilderness have historically made 
communication with the rest of the world and the economic conditions in the country 
challenging. Thus, immigration to Finland started much later than to many other 
European countries. Whereas in year 1980 there were only 9,146 speakers of other 
languages than Finnish, Swedish or Sami in Finland, the figure had risen to 329,562 by 
the end of 2015. However, this still only represents about 6% of the total population (OSF 
2015a). 
When we look at the 2014 statistics of Finnish nationals who were born outside 
Finland, we see that the two largest groups of people were those borne in the former 
Soviet states and Estonia, with a total figure of little over 100,000 immigrants (OSF 
2014). Then again, a third piece of statistics (OSF 2015b) shows that there are 229,765 
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foreign nationals living in the country. Again, by far the largest groups are Estonians and 
Russians, with a total number of just over 80,000. 
As mentioned earlier, the total population of Finland is a little under 5.5 million. If 
we compare this figure to the facts presented above, we may say with great certainty that 
ethnically Finland is still rather a homogenous society with most people having a 
European background. We might expect, then, that also most of the respondents of the 
survey have this background. Therefore, most of the respondents should not be part of the 
in-groups to allow them to use the ethnic slurs in my survey in their reappropriated senses. 
When the participants evaluate the offensiveness of the term nigger, for example, they 
reflect the out-group views. We may expect, then, that most of the respondents rate the 
word as very offensive. On the other hand, Hughes’s claim (see Section 2.3) that 
multicultural societies are more likely to develop political correct practices may have 
some effect on the results. As Finland still is a somewhat homogenous society, some 




In this chapter I have described different ways how we understand and use language, how 
the meaning of different expressions can change through time, and what kind of rules 
govern all of these processes. I have also described the linguistic landscape of Finland 
and the ethnic makeup of the country as the purpose of this thesis is to study how well 
Finnish non-native speakers of English recognize different ethnic terms, and how 
offensive they find the terms.  
 I stated in the introduction that it is my hypothesis that non-native speakers of 
English may not be familiar with all the underlying meanings of certain English words. 
Although Finns seem to master English rather well (see Section 2.5), there are, however, 
many factors affecting the deeper understanding of language. It is questionable whether 
non-native speakers of English, or even all native speakers of English, are familiar with 
all these processes, such as connotations and reappropriation. Therefore, I expect to make 
the following findings in the study: (i) The majority of the participants do not recognize 
all of the ethnic terms presented to them. Finns do, however, understand English rather 
well. Therefore, I expect that the differences in the understanding of English is not very 
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extensive between different participants of the survey, and therefore (ii) the offensiveness 
ratings given by different participants do not differ very much. I also expect the good 
level of understanding of English to contribute to the fact that (iii) the offensiveness 
ratings given by the participants follow by large the views of dictionary makers. Although 
the productive skills of speaking and writing of English among the Swedish-speaking 
population of Finland seem to be on a higher level that those of the Finnish-speaking 
Finns the difference is between the two language groups is not so clear when it comes to 
understanding the English language (see Section 2.4). Therefore, I expect that (iv) no 
major differences can be found between the speakers of Finnish or Swedish regarding the 




3 Materials and Methods 
In this Chapter, I present and discuss the material and methods used in my study. I chose 
to use a survey as the main method of collecting data as the main purpose of this paper is 
to investigate non-native speakers’ attitudes towards different ethnicity terms and whether 
the speakers recognize the words presented to them. For example, a corpus of spoken 
language would not have served this purpose.  
Instead of choosing a survey to gather data I could have, of course, performed a set 
of interviews. There are, however, many advantages in performing a survey for a study 
such as this. Firstly, as the study concentrates mainly on individuals’ attitudes towards 
ethnic slurs the possibility to answer the questions anonymously and in private is crucial 
in order to receive reliable results. In face-to-face interviews some respondents might feel 
ashamed to reveal their true attitudes towards the terms presented to them or to admit that 
they are not familiar with the word at all. Secondly, a survey is also a very practical tool 
for the researcher from the perspective of time as several people may answer the survey 
simultaneously, unlike in a typical face-to-face interview. Furthermore, a survey 
performed online on the internet has some additional benefits compared to a paper survey. 
It enables a greater geographical reach than a paper survey in a very short time without 
the need for the researcher to be present. As the results of an online survey are all in an 
electronic format the analysis of the data is much simpler than using paper questionnaires. 
 As the platform for the survey I chose Google Forms because it is rather a flexible 
tool and allows different types of questions, such as multiple choice questions, linear scale 
questions, as well as open ended questions. Another important aspect of Google Forms is 
that the results of the survey are saved automatically and can be exported to an Excel 
spreadsheet and further processed there. Furthermore, unlike some of its competitors, 
Google Forms does not limit the number of responses to a survey. What is more, using 
the tool does not cost anything.  
Two pilot surveys were conducted before the final survey was launched in order to 
test whether the survey provides data relevant to my study and, also, to make sure that the 
survey was as user-friendly as possible. Section 3.1 introduces the two pilot surveys, 
whereas the structure and the content of the final survey is presented in detail in Section 
3.2. The data from the second pilot survey is included in the final results of the survey. In 
Section 3.3 I introduce the terms that the respondents were asked to evaluate, including 
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their brief description in a dictionary and the usage labels given to the words in different 
dictionaries. 
 
3.1 Pilot Surveys 
The first pilot survey was performed in early April 2016. Altogether there were 10 
participants, four of whom were invited by a private message. Some of the respondents 
were chosen because they were familiar with the principles of academic research, 
although from a different field of study. Another motivation for choosing the participants 
was to have respondents with a non-academic background, as I believed they might take 
a totally different view on the survey. The rest of the respondents of the pilot survey were 
members of my seminar group at the University of Helsinki. 
In the first pilot survey the respondents were first asked the following background 
information: their native language(s), gender, age, political affiliation, and the 
respondent’s self-evaluated skills of understanding English. After the background 
information the respondents were asked to evaluate and rate the following terms 
representing different ethnic groups: African-American, American Indian, Black, 
Chinaman, Eskimo, Frenchman, Jap, Jew, Jewish, Kike, Mulatto, Native American, 
Nigger, Paki, Redskin, Wasp and Whitey. After each of the terms there was an open 
question “If you know the meaning of the word, how did you learn it?” The online 
questionnaire was entirely in English as the purpose of this study is to research non-native 
speakers’ attitudes towards English ethnic terms, thus at least elementary skills of English 
is required to perform such evaluation. 
Based on the feedback received from the pilot participants quite a few changes were 
made to the survey. First of all, in the native language question the respondents were 
given four options: “Finnish,” “Swedish,” “English,” and “Other.” “English” was deleted, 
as the introduction text to the survey stated that the purpose of the survey, and indeed of 
this study, is to research the language attitudes of non-native speakers. Also, based on the 
feedback, a note was added that bilingual speakers should choose the option “Other.” 
Secondly, together with the seminar group we discussed whether the question about 
respondent’s political affiliation really is necessary as it would make the survey more 
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complex and might not provide any relevant information. Therefore, the entire question 
was deleted.  
The question where the respondents were asked to self-assess their understanding 
of English also turned out to be problematic. The six answering options were based on 
the self-assessment grid of the Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages (CEFR), ranging from level A1 to level C2. A brief description of each 
proficiency level was given under the questions. As the descriptions are quite detailed 
and perhaps hard to understand from a layman’s point of view, the skill levels were also 
labelled with grades based on the Finnish school grade system. However, the respondents 
of the pilot still felt that the self-assessment part was too complicated and might actually 
turn away some potential respondents of the survey. It was also pointed out that the 
Finnish school grades and the CEFR skill levels are two separate systems and therefore 
the question should be changed. Based on this feedback, I changed the question about the 
understanding of English so that the respondents are asked to evaluate their understanding 
of English on a Likert scale from 1 to 5, ranging from basic understanding to excellent 
understanding. 
Furthermore, the last background question, where the respondents were asked 
whether they had lived in an English-speaking country, was not modified but another 
question was added after it, asking where and how long had they lived. Questions 
regarding whether the respondent has attended a school where English had been the 
primary language used, where, and how long were added as this might also have an impact 
whether the respondents recognize the different words presented to them in the survey. 
The second part of the survey, where the respondents were asked to evaluate the 
different ethnic terms was also changed, based on the feedback given by the pilot 
participants. Several comments were given that the question regarding how the 
respondent has learned the word after each of the nouns was too difficult to answer, and 
even tiring, and could therefore cause some respondents to quit the survey without 
finishing it. Because of this, I made the decision to group the nouns into two sets, and 
only added the question after all the nouns in each group. In addition, answering the 
question was made optional, and the question was also slightly modified, asking whether 




Finally, some of the pilot participants suggested that I should change some of the 
words studied in the survey. Both Wasp and Whitey were seen as too mild, thus I changed 
them into Cracker and White trash. 
 A second pilot survey was performed in mid-June 2016. Initially, I sent the 
modified survey to two persons, one undergraduate student of English from the 
University of Helsinki, who had already participated in the first pilot, and a person with 
a Master’s degree in English from the University of Tampere. My original plan was to 
invite five persons to participate in the second pilot, but based on the feedback given by 
these two participants I decided this was unnecessary. According to their comments, the 
survey was now much more user-friendly and the only thing that I should change was the 
title “Language Use and Attitudes” as the survey, or this study, does not have anything to 
do with language use, but rather understanding and attitudes.  
 As the survey changed quite a bit after the first pilot, the results from the first pilot 
study were ignored and not included in this study. As the only change made after the 
second pilot was the change of the title of the online survey, the results from the second 
pilot are reliable enough and therefore included in the final results of the study. 
 
3.2 The Final Survey 
The final survey (see Appendix A – The Final Survey) was performed in mid-June, a 
couple of days after the second pilot survey. I sent a status update on Facebook with a 
link to my survey and included a note encouraging people to share the link on their 
profiles to increase the number of people participating in the study. In the update I did not 
reveal the purpose of my study, only that the survey is for my Master’s thesis. 
 The final survey began with an introduction stating that the survey is for my 
Master’s thesis and listing my contact details in case anyone should have a question or 
should wish to withdraw from the study after completing the survey. After that I revealed 
that my thesis concentrates on studying non-native speakers' understanding of English 
and their attitudes on certain expressions. Although many of the words that the 
respondents needed to evaluate in my survey were highly controversial, to say the least, 
it was vital for my study that each participant would reveal their true attitude towards the 
words. Therefore, I had a separate statement in the introduction that all answers will be 
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handled anonymously. In addition, as some people might disapprove of even seeing the 
nouns that my study handles, I included a clear warning that some might find the words 
presented in the next pages offensive, and if they wished not to continue they should close 
their browser window. 
 To increase the validity of the survey, i.e. that the respondent would evaluate how 
offensive s/he thinks that the words presented to him/her are or whether they know the 
meaning of the word at all, a note stating that the respondent should evaluate the 
offensiveness of the word without consulting a dictionary or other reference material.  
 Each word presented to a respondent needed to be evaluated on a Likert scale from 
1 to 5, where 1 represented “Totally neutral expression” and 5 represented “Extremely 
offensive expression.” In addition, at each point the respondent could also choose the 
option “I do not know the meaning of the word.” All questions, except the open questions 
(presented in Chapter 5), were obligatory, that is, if the respondent did not answer all the 
questions s/he could not proceed in the survey and send the results. 
   
3.3 Dictionary Labels/Definitions of the Words Used in the Survey 
In the final survey the respondents were asked to evaluate the offensiveness of the 
following words: African-American, American Indian, Black, Chinaman, Cracker, 
Eskimo, Frenchman, Jap, Jew, Jewish, Kike, Mulatto, Native American, Nigger, Paki, 
Redskin, and White trash. One of the principles of choosing the words to be used in the 
survey was to include words that I generally believe that most speakers of the main 
varieties of English, such as American, British and Australian English, would recognize. 
An example of such a word in the survey is Black. Given the commonplace nature of such 
terms, it can be assumed that they are mostly likely familiar to Finnish non-native 
speakers of English. On the other hand, I also wanted to include terms that are 
predominantly used in a certain variety of English. Such terms in the survey are, for 
example, Paki and Cracker. Moreover, some of the words chosen, such as Jew, Jewish 
and Kike, refer to the same ethnic group so that the respondents would really need to think 
about the different connotations of the words. In addition to this, I also wanted to use so 




One of the aims of this study is to research what dictionaries say about the usage 
and offensiveness of the words in the study, and what kind of warning labels have been 
given to them. I have, therefore, chosen four dictionaries for this study. Collins English 
Dictionary (CED) represents British general-purpose dictionaries, while Oxford 
Advanced Learner's Dictionary (OALD) represents British learner’s dictionaries, that is, 
dictionaries mainly aimed at foreign learners of English. The two American dictionaries 
in my study include The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (AHD), 
which represents the general purpose dictionaries, and Merriam-Webster Learner’s 
Dictionary (MWLD) is the American learner’s dictionary in the study. While all of the 
dictionaries have previously been published as traditional, printed dictionaries, I chose to 
use the online versions of the dictionaries as the printed versions of the dictionaries that I 
could reach were all published more than 15 years ago, so we might expect that the online 
versions of the dictionaries are more up-to-date. 
In Table 2, I present the definitions of the ethnicity words used in the study. The 
definitions are based on CED because of its rather compact, yet informative descriptions. 
However, I have modified the definitions in such a way that they only contain the 
references to the ethnic group. For example, in the definition of Cracker I have omitted 
the sense “short for firecracker.”  
Table 3 shows what kind of labels the different dictionaries use to warn the user 
about the sensitivity of the words. I have only included the usage labels when the words 
function as nouns (except the word Jewish which was the only adjective present in the 
survey). Additionally, I have included, when available, any notes regarding different 
varieties of English and the style. 
All of the words used in the survey, were found in at least two of the dictionaries. 
Both of the learner’s dictionaries, OALD and MWLD, were missing some of the words, 
with Chinaman missing from both of the dictionaries. In all of the four dictionaries the 














Also called: Native American, a member of any of the indigenous peoples of 
North, Central, or South America, esp. those of North America 
Black noun 
a member of a human population having dark pigmentation of the skin 
Chinaman noun 
a native or inhabitant of China 
Cracker noun 
another word for poor White 
Eskimo noun 
a member of a group of peoples inhabiting N Canada, Greenland, Alaska, 
and E Siberia, having a material culture adapted to an extremely cold climate 
Frenchman noun 
a native, citizen, or inhabitant of France 
Jap noun 
short for Japanese 
Jew noun 
a member of the Semitic people who claim descent from the ancient Hebrew 
people of Israel, are spread throughout the world, and are linked by cultural 
or religious ties 
Jewish adjective 
of, relating to, or characteristic of Jews 
Kike noun 
an offensive word for Jew 
Mulatto noun 




A member of the indigenous peoples of North America 
Nigger noun 
1. a Black person 
2. a member of any dark-skinned race 
Paki noun 
1. a Pakistani or person of Pakistani descent 
2. (loosely) a person from any part of the Indian subcontinent 
Redskin noun 
an old-fashioned informal name, now highly offensive, for a Native 
American 
White trash noun 
poor White people living in the US, esp. the South 
 
Table 2. The slightly modified dictionary definitions of the ethnicity words used in the study according to Collins 
English Dictionary. 
CED seems to give the dictionary user more information regarding the usage of the 
words in different varieties of English than the rest of the dictionaries. Altogether five of 
the words used in the study have a label indicating the variety of English in CED. All of 
the dictionaries label Paki as a British English word, and all but AHD label Cracker as 
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belonging to the North American English in general, or specifically to the US English. 
AHD is, of course, an American dictionary, which might partially explain why they have 
chosen not to label the word. 
All of the dictionaries also give some advice about the style of the words. All but 
MWLD use the term slang to label at least one of the words. Instead, MWLD uses the label 
informal, which is also used by CED in Jap, and OALD in Paki. Moreover, CED uses the 
label archaic in Chinaman, and old-fashioned in Mulatto, which is also the label given 
by MWLD to the word. 
To mark “negative” attitude all of the dictionaries use the label offensive. AHD also 
uses the additional label disparaging term, and MWLD very offensive. In addition to this, 
CED, has chosen to use the label derogatory, instead of offensive, in Cracker and White 
trash. Interestingly, both of these words have the same denotation. Unfortunately, unlike 
in conventional dictionaries, CED does not have any page where they would explain their 
uses of the different labels. However, Norri (2000: 92) has noticed that several 
dictionaries use these labels inconsistently but often derogatory is used to signal the user's 
attitude, and offensive that of the person addressed. 
Indeed, as Norri (2000) acknowledges, the task of giving labels to a word in a 
dictionary is not easy for a lexicographer. The system that the lexicographer is using needs 
to be consistent, yet s/he needs to take into account the changing language. According to 
Norri (2000: 71-72), a challenge can be, for example, when a word, or one of its senses, 
starts to appear in a new geographical area, forcing the lexicographer to make annotations 
to the word in the dictionary’s new editions. 
Labelling lexical items referring to different ethnic groups about their possible 
negative connotations also handles power relations. Landau (2001: 232-233) states that 
dictionary entries referring to groups with more political power are more likely to receive 
a label warning the dictionary user. Additionally, Landau admits that the degree of 
offensiveness might depend on the context, therefore the cautionary labels might not 
always be accurate (ibid.).   
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 CED OALD AHD MWLD 
African-
American 
currently preferred term in 
the US. 
— — 
Many people prefer the 
term African-American 
rather than black when 




The term American Indian 
is still acceptable and is 
widely used by American 
Indians themselves. The 
most accepted phrase in 
general use nowadays is 
Native American. 
Ø3 —4 —5 
Black 
offensive 
Black is the word most 
widely used and 
generally accepted in 
Britain. In the US the 
currently accepted 











offensive US, informal + offensive 
Eskimo considered by many to be 
offensive 
sometimes offensive 
[…] long been criticized as an 
offensive term. In Canada […] 
Eskimo is especially frowned on 
Ø 
Frenchman — — — — 
Jap informal, offensive offensive offensive slang, disparaging term informal + offensive, 
very offensive 
Jew — — — — 
Jewish — — — — 
Kike US and Canadian slang, 
offensive 
very offensive offensive slang, disparaging term 
informal + offensive, 
very offensive 
Mulatto old-fashioned, offensive offensive often offensive old-fashioned, often 
offensive 
Native 
American — — 
[…] now fully established in 
American English as an 
equivalent of Indian, being 
acceptable in all contemporary 
contexts and preferred in many. It 
is especially appropriate as a term 
of respect used by outsiders […] 
Native American is the 
term that is now most 
often used […]. The term 
American Indian is also 
often used, but it is 
offensive to some people. 
Nigger offensive, taboo taboo, slang, very 
offensive 
offensive slang, disparaging term 
one of the most offensive 
words in English 
Paki 
British slang, offensive 
British English, 
informal, taboo, very 
offensive word 
chiefly British offensive slang, 
disparaging term 
British, informal + 
offensive, very offensive 
Redskin old-fashioned informal 




offensive slang, disparaging term 
informal + offensive, 
very offensive 
White trash derogatory Ø6 offensive slang, disparaging term US, informal + offensive 
 
Table 3. Dictionary usage notes of the nouns used in the survey. “—” = no usage label, “Ø” = no dictionary entry.  




3 Link to the Oxford Advanced American Dictionary but no usage notes present there, either. 
4 Link to the usage note of Native American. See the AHD entry of Native American in the table. 
5 Link to the usage note of Native American. See the MWLP entry of Native American in the table. 




In this Chapter I present the results of the survey. I begin by introducing the background 
information of the respondents (Section 4.1) and then move on to present the participants 
views on the different ethnicity words (Section 4.2). I shall further discuss any 
implications of the findings made in this Chapter in Chapter 5. 
 
4.1 Respondents’ Background Information 
Altogether 165 persons responded to the survey, most of them during the first 24 hours, 
which indicates that the topic of the survey seemed interesting to the respondents. The 
survey could potentially have attracted even more respondents, but to keep the amount of 
data manageable, I decided to close the survey after three days. 
The native languages of the respondents are presented in Figure 3.  
 
Figure 3. Native language of the respondents. 
Most of the respondents,140 (84.8%), spoke Finnish as their native language, 17 (10.3%) 
indicated Swedish as their native language. The “Other” option was chosen by eight 
(4.8%) of the participants. Most of these defined themselves as bilingual, three as 
bilingual speakers of Finnish and Swedish, one as bilingual Finnish and English, and two 
as simply bilingual without specifying it any further. Additionally, one speaker of Chinese 
and one speaker of Kikuyu had chosen the option “Other.” Although Finnish and Swedish 











because the purpose of this thesis is to study the attitudes of Finnish non-native speakers 
of English towards nouns referring to different ethnic groups, a criterion that they do fill. 
The majority of the participants of the survey, 141 (85.5%), were female and 24 
(14.5%) male. None of the participants decided not to categorize or tell their gender. The 
gender distribution of the participants is demonstrated in Figure 4. 
 
Figure 4. Gender of the respondents. 
 The survey attracted respondents from all age groups (see Figure 5). The biggest 
group of respondents were the 31 to 40-year-olds, with 60 (36.4%) of the participants 
representing this group. The second largest age group is the 41 to 50-year-olds with 48 
(29.1%) respondents. Altogether 35 (21.2%) respondents belong to the age group 51 to 
60-year-olds, followed by the age group 21 to 30-year olds with 18 (10.9%) respondents. 
The survey was also taken by three (1.8%) respondents who are over 60 years old, 
whereas only one (0.6%) of the participants represents the age group under 20-year-olds. 
The reason behind the age distribution might be the fact that the survey was first 
advertised on Facebook to my friends, who had the possibility to further share the 
advertisement. This may have caused that my age-peers are stronger represented in the 
survey.    
In the next part of the survey the participants were asked to evaluate their 
understanding of English on a scale from 1 to 5, where “1” represents basic understanding 
and “5” excellent understanding. These results are presented in Figure 6. Almost half of 
the respondents, 77 in total, self-assess that their understanding of English is on the 











participants. Level “3” was chosen by 24 respondents, whereas only three persons 
indicated their understanding to be on level “2”. None of the participants of the survey 
chose the lowest skill level. 
 
Figure 5. Age distribution of the respondents. 
  
 
Figure 6. Respondents' self-evaluated understanding of English. 
 In the next question the respondents were asked whether they had ever lived in an 
English-speaking country (see Figure 7). A little over half of the participants, 93 (56.4%), 
replied that they had never lived in an English-speaking country, whereas 72 (43.6%) 




















































Figure 7. Share of respondents who have lived in an English-speaking country. 
To be able to better build a picture whether living in an English-speaking 
environment has any impact on understanding the ethnicity nouns presented in this study, 
the next question was intended for those who had answered “yes” to the previous 
question. The respondents were given a chance in an open question to give details where 
and how long they had lived. Out of the 72 persons who stated that they had lived in an 
English-speaking country 71 chose to answer this question. The respondents’ answers 
have been combined and presented in Figure 8.  
 
Figure 8. Living in an English-speaking country, total time spent and number of respondents. 
Some of the respondents had lived in many English-speaking countries but the 
United Kingdom and the United States proved to be the most popular among the 







































Living in an English-speaking Country
Number of respondents Time spent per country (months)
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answering they had lived in the US. Also, the time spent in each of the countries did not 
differ very much. Altogether, those who had lived in the UK had spent 968 months there, 
whereas those who had lived in US had spent 877 months in total there. However, in both 
the UK and US groups there are individuals who have lived 30 years in the country, as 
well as individuals who have only spent a couple of months in the country.  
There were four respondents who did not answer where they had lived and only 
stated the time they had spent in an English-speaking country. This is the third largest 
group by the number of respondents, represented by “N/A” in Figure 8, but the largest 
group by the time spent in an English-speaking environment with a total of 1007 months, 
equalling almost 84 years.  
The group “others” represents the eight individuals who answered that they had 
lived in some other English-speaking countries, such as India, South-Africa, the United 
Arab Emirates, Zambia and Kenya with a total 378 months spent there. 
Altogether five persons answered that they had lived in Ireland, with a total time of 
210 months, four in Australia for 58 months in total and two in Canada for 36 months. 
The question “Have you ever lived in an English-speaking country” received four 
such responses that they cannot be categorized directly because of unclear answers. The 
answers that the respondents have given are: 
 1-2 years 
 uk/india 2 years 
 New York, 12-13 months 
 In The USA, several months 
 
The problem with the first answer is that it does not answer the question “Where” and 
does not provide a specific answer to the question “How long,” either. Therefore, I have 
included the answer to category “N/A” and the period of stay as 18 months. From the 
second answer it is not possible to judge how long a time he has spent in the UK and how 
long in India. Here, I made a decision to split the time in half so the answer is categorized 
as 12 months spent in the UK and 12 months in India, which belongs to category “Others.” 
The last two answers do not provide a clear answer to the time question, either. Thus, I 
made the decision to categorize the “New York, 12-13 months” as “USA, 12 months.” 




 The very last one of the background questions deals with education. The 
participants were asked whether they had attended a school where English was the 
primary language used. The majority of the participants, 126 (76.4%), replied that they 
had not gone to an English school whereas 39 (23.6%) of the respondents gave an 
affirmative answer (see Figure 9). One of the respondents also commented that she was 
not sure what “school” means in this context, just the basic education or also studies after 
that. As the survey was already launched I could not modify the question anymore so the 
answer given by each respondent reflects their own interpretation of what “school” 
means. 
 
Figure 9. Share of respondents who have attended an English-speaking school. 
 
4.2 Respondents’ Views on the Terms 
In this Section I present the results of my survey. First, in Section 4.2.1, I present the 
general results of the survey. In Section 4.2.2 I take a closer look at the words that the 
respondents of the survey did not recognize. In Section 4.2.3, I further examine the data 
and attempt to find any differences in the responses based on the respondents’ native 
language, Finnish or Swedish. The answers of those respondents who have indicated that 
they have some other native language, or that they are bilingual, are ignored in the 
Section. Finally, in Section 4.2.4, I briefly examine whether there are any differences in 
the respondents’ answers based on the other variables of the survey, i.e. gender and age. 
I have gathered the words that the respondents were asked to evaluate into groups. 





Have you attended a school where English was 




example, the words American Indian, Native American, and Redskin all have the same 
denotation, hence I have chosen to present the words together in the same figure. 
Chinaman and Frenchman, on the other hand, have been grouped together because they 
both share the same morpheme, man. Eskimo, Jap, Mulatto, and Paki have been grouped 
together simply from the practical reason of avoiding too many figures in this thesis.  
 
4.2.1 General Results 
 In Figure 10, I present the three words in the survey denoting persons with 
perceived African ancestry, African-American, Black and Nigger, and the respondents’ 
evaluations about their offensiveness.  
 
Figure 10. Respondents' views on the offensiveness of African-American, Black and Nigger presented as percentage 
shares and as actual number of respondents (N=165). 
All of the respondents recognized all three of the words. Most of the respondents, 
112 (67.9%), are of the opinion that African-American is a totally neutral expression, 
rating it “1” on the scale from 1 to 5. Out of the total 165 respondents, 36 think that the 
word is slightly offensive, rating it “2.” None of the respondent rated the word “5.” 
 If we look at the evaluation of the word Nigger in Figure 10, we see that the 
evaluations given by the respondents of the survey are almost the mirror image of African 
American. Thus, the majority of the participants, 111 (67.3%), evaluated the word Nigger 





1 112 54 6
2 36 42 10
3 15 42 7
4 2 20 31
5 0 7 111




to be at the top of the offensiveness scale, rating it “5”, and 31 ranked the word “4” in its 
offensiveness. Surprisingly, six of the respondents considered the word to be totally 
neutral, ranking it “1.” 
Black, on the other hand, seems to be a lot more controversial word according to 
the respondents, with all five rankings receiving votes from the respondents. Altogether 
52 respondents chose the rating “1,” and both ratings “2” and “3” gathered 42 votes each. 
The second highest rating on the offensiveness scale was given by 20 respondents, and 
the highest rating by seven. 
 In the next figure (Figure 11), I present the respondents’ views on the words Jew, 
Jewish and Kike. A clear majority, 133 (80.6%), of the participants consider the word 
Jewish to not be an offensive word, whereas 17 of the respondents evaluate the word to 
have some offensive elements in it, rating it “2.” The three highest ratings on the scale 
were selected by only less than 10 persons each. 
 
Figure 11. Respondents' views on the offensiveness of Jew, Jewish and Kike presented as percentage shares and as 
actual number of respondents (N=165). 
 The participants’ views on the word Jew split. All ratings from “1” to “4” receive 
roughly the same amount of support, either a little over, or a little less than 40 votes each. 
However, 13 respondents rank the word worth a rating “5,” which represents extremely 
offensive expressions.  





1 42 133 6
2 37 17 13
3 34 8 14
4 39 5 14
5 13 2 29




Whereas both the word Jew and its adjective form Jewish were recognized by all 
respondents, the word Kike turned out to be the most unfamiliar word in the survey. Over 
half of the respondents, 89 (53.9%), did not recognize the word at all. Out of those 76 
persons who were familiar with the word, 29 evaluated that the word belongs to category 
“5” on the offensiveness scale, while all the other ratings on the scale only received less 
than 15 votes each. 
 Next, I present the respondents’ evaluations of the words American Indian, Native 
American and Redskin in Figure 12. All of the respondents were familiar with the word 
Native American, whereas American Indian and Redskin were not familiar words to two 
and one respondents respectively. 
 
Figure 12. Respondents' views on the offensiveness of American Indian, Native American and Redskin presented as 
percentage shares and as actual number of respondents (N=165). 
 Native American was seen by the majority of the respondents as a totally neutral 
word. With the 138 (83.6%) respondents rating it as “1,” it is the word in the survey were 
the respondents’ views are the most unanimous. None of the ratings of the other words in 
the survey received as many votes as this. The rest of participants gave less than 20 votes 
to the other ratings of Native American, with no one giving the rating “5” to the word. 
 The views on American Indian were not as unanimous as with Native American. In 
total 77 (46.7%) of the respondents give the word rating “1,” whereas 40 (24.2%) see 
some elements of offensiveness in the word and rate it “2”. Ratings “3” and “4” are given 




American Indian Native American Redskin
1 77 138 12
2 40 15 16
3 24 11 22
4 20 1 52
5 2 0 62
Don't Know the Word 2 0 1
American Indian, Native American, Redskin
40 
 
by 24 and 20 participants respectively, and two respondents see the word to be at the top 
of the offensiveness scale. 
 The data reveals that Redskin is seen to be by most of the respondents an offensive 
word. Altogether 114 (69.1%) of the participants rank the word either as “4” or “5” on 
the offensiveness scale. Then again, all other ratings also receive support between 12 and 
22 votes each. 
 In Figure 13 I have gathered the participants’ views on the words Frenchman and 
Chinaman. Both of the words were known to most of the participants, only one person 
indicated that he was not familiar with the word Chinaman.  
 
Figure 13. Respondents' views on the offensiveness of Chinaman and Frenchman presented as percentage shares and 
as actual number of respondents (N=165). 
 Chinaman seems to split the respondents’ views in its offensiveness. The difference 
between the votes given to different ratings is within the margin of 14 votes, with rating 
“4” chosen by 40 respondents, and rating “1” by 26 respondents. The number of votes 
received by the other ratings lie somewhere between the number of votes received by 
these two.  
 Frenchman, which was intended to function as a distractor in the survey, was rated 
by 118 (71.5%) respondents as a totally neutral word, and 32 respondents saw some 
elements of offensiveness in it, rating it “2.” Nobody rated the word “5,” and 15 
participants gave the word rating “3,” or “4.” 













Figure 14 presents the participants’ views on the offensiveness of Cracker and 
White Trash. The word Cracker was not a familiar word to 56 (33.9%) of the respondents. 
On the other hand, those who knew the word did not agree on its offensiveness. All of the 
five ratings gathered support between 15 and 28 votes. 
 White Trash, then again, was a familiar term for all participants. Almost half of the 
participants, 79 (47.9%), ranked the word to belong to the category of the most offensive 
words. The second most popular rating given to the word was “4” with 46 (27.9%) of the 
respondents choosing the rating. The three remaining categories only gathered less than 
20 votes each. 
 
Figure 14. Respondents' views on the offensiveness of Cracker and White Trash presented as percentage shares and 
as actual number of respondents (N=165). 
 In conclusion, Figure 15 shows the participants’ attitudes towards the words 
Eskimo, Jap, Mulatto, and Paki. If we look at the familiarity of the terms first, we see that 
all but one participants knew the word Eskimo. Less than 10 of the respondents indicated 
that they did not recognize Jap and Mulatto. However, 28 (17%) respondents did not 
recognize the word Paki.  
The data also reveals, that 82 (49.7%) of the respondents saw the term Eskimo to 
be a completely neutral word. Ratings “2” and “3” were given by 27 and 30 participants 
respectively, while 18 participants ranked the term “4” and seven participants saw the 
term to be extremely offensive and categorized it as “5.”  














Figure 15. Respondents' views on the offensiveness of Eskimo, Jap, Mulatto and Paki presented as percentage shares 
and as actual number of respondents (N=165). 
 The three other words in this grouping, Jap, Mulatto, and Paki seem to be a lot more 
controversial terms based on the data. Especially the word Mulatto gathered support 
between 21 and 39 votes for each of the possible rankings. 
The respondents’ views on Paki, on the other hand, seems to lie slightly more on 
the higher end of the offensiveness scale with rankings “3,” “4,” and “5” gathering 26, 
39, and 43 votes respectively, while the two lowest ratings are only given by a total of 29 
respondents.  
Finally, the data shows that Jap was ranked “1” by only 15 participants, whereas 
all the other rankings were each given support by between 27 and 47 respondents, with 
the highest number of respondents, 47, giving the word a ranking of “4” on the 
offensiveness scale from 1 to 5. 
  
4.2.2 The Unfamiliar Words 
Altogether there were nine words; American Indian, Chinaman, Cracker, Eskimo, Jap, 
Kike, Mulatto, Paki, and Redskin; that at least one of the respondents of the survey were 
not familiar with. The words, Cracker, Kike, and Paki were the most unfamiliar words in 





Eskimo Jap Mulatto Paki
1 82 15 21 10
2 27 27 35 19
3 30 33 36 26
4 18 47 39 39
5 7 34 27 43
Don't Know the Word 1 9 7 28
Eskimo, Jap, Mulatto, Paki
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the survey, as indicated by 56, 89, and 28 of the participants respectively. Therefore, I 
concentrate on these three words more closely in this Section. 
 In the following paragraphs and Sections, I use p-values to demonstrate whether the 
statistical difference between the compared values is significant or not. Thus, if a p-value 
is under 0.05, i.e. less than 1 in 20 chance of being wrong, the difference is considered 
statistically significant, and p-values under 0.001, i.e. less than one in a thousand chance 
of being wrong, represent highly significant statistical differences.  
 Those participants who recognized the word Cracker have estimated their own 
skills of English to be on average 4.4 on the scale from 1 to 5. Those who did not 
recognize the word estimate their English skills to be 4.1 on average. Statistically, the 
difference is significant (p= 0.020405401). 
Out of those 109 persons who recognized the word 51 (46.8%) had lived in an 
English-speaking country, whereas out of those 56 persons who did not recognize the 
word 21 (37.5%) had lived in an English-speaking country. 
When it comes to attending a school were the English language was the primary 
language used, nine (16.1%) persons out of those respondents who did not recognize the 
word had gone to an English school, whereas 30 (27.5%) out of those 109 respondents 
who were familiar with the word had attended an English school.  
 As with the word Cracker, those respondents who were not familiar with the word 
Kike gave their English skills an average rating of 4.1. On the other hand, those who were 
familiar with the word rated their own skill to be 4.5. The difference between the language 
skills is highly significant (p= 0.000908926). 
In total, 76 participants recognized the word Kike, and out of these 36 (47.4%) had 
lived in an English-speaking country. Out of those 89 participants who did not recognize 
the word, there were also 36 (40.4%) persons who had lived in an English-speaking 
country. Out of those persons who recognized the word Kike 26 (34.2%) had gone to an 
English-speaking school, whereas only 13 (14.6%) out of the respondents who were not 
familiar with the word had gone to an English-speaking school.  
 Finally, the difference between the self-evaluated skills of English between those 
who knew the word Paki and those who did not was slightly bigger, with average ratings 
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of 4.4 and 3.9 respectively. The difference also proved out to be statistically significant. 
(p= 0.007548703). 
Altogether, 137 of the respondents were familiar with Paki, with 65 (47.4%) of 
those indicating that they had lived in an English-speaking country, while only seven 
(25%) of those who did not recognize the term had lived in an English-speaking country. 
Out of those respondents who were familiar with the word Paki 35 (25.5%) had gone to 
an English-speaking school, whereas only four (14.3%) out of the respondents who were 
not familiar with the word had gone to an English-speaking school. 
 
4.2.3 Differences between Speakers of Finnish and Swedish 
Altogether the survey attracted 140 speakers of Finnish, and 17 speakers of Swedish. 
Those respondents of the survey who indicated that their native language is Swedish have 
estimated that their average skills in English is 4.5, while the average skills of Finnish 
speakers is 4.2. Statistically, the difference in the language skills is not significant (p= 
0.215648). 
 In Figure 16, I present the average offensiveness ratings that the speakers of Finnish 
and Swedish have given to the different words in the survey. To summarize the results of 
the between the two language groups, it can be said that the difference between the ratings 
given by the speakers of the two languages do not differ very much. Generally, the 
speakers of Swedish seem to view most of the words as slightly less offensive, with 
significant differences being with the evaluations of the words Paki (p= 0.0036043) and 
Black (p= 0.002711785), which the Finnish speakers rated 3.8 and 2.4, and the Swedish 
speakers 2.8 and 1.5. Similarly, the difference between the ratings given by Finnish 
speakers (2.8) and Swedish speakers (1.9) for Jew is significant (p= 0.004980105). 
Although most of the words were considered slightly less offensive by the Swedish 
speakers than the Finnish speakers, they did, however, consider the words Chinaman and 
Eskimo to be slightly more offensive than the Finnish speakers. The difference between 
the ratings given by the two language groups is 0.2 points for both of the words, although 






Figure 16. The average offensiveness ratings given by speakers of Finnish and Swedish. 
 If we return to the familiarity of the words Cracker, Kike, and Paki and compare 
how well the native speakers of Finnish and Swedish recognized the words, we see that 
the Swedish speakers mastered the terms somewhat better than the speakers of Finnish. 
While 36.4% of speakers of Finnish did not recognize the word Cracker, the figure goes 
down to 29.4% when looking at the Swedish speakers who were not familiar with the 
term.  
 The difference between the speakers of the two language groups was a lot smaller 
when we look at the results of the word Kike. 55.7% of Finnish speakers were not familiar 
with the word, as well as 52.9% of Swedish speakers.  
 Paki was the word that was recognized more often than Cracker or Kike. However, 
the difference between the language groups is almost the same as with the word Cracker. 
Here, 18.6% of Finnish speakers did not recognize the word, whereas the percentage of 
Swedish speakers who did not know the word was 11.8%.  
 
4.2.4 Other Variables in the Survey 
The self-evaluated English skills of men and women did not differ at all. Both the female 
and the male participants of the survey had an average self-rated skills of English of 4.3.  

















were somewhat similar (see Figure 17). In general, the female participants gave slightly 
lower ratings to individual words. The greatest difference between the two sexes was 
found in the ratings of the term Kike, which was given an average rating of 4.1 by the 
male participants and 3.5 by the female participants. However, this difference is not 
significant (p= 0.154352099) statistically. In fact, also all the other differences in the 
ratings given by the male and female participants are not significant. 
 
Figure 17. The average offensiveness ratings given by male and female participants. 
 Finally, I take a look at whether the variable “age” has role in the respondents’ 
perceptions on the terms. Unfortunately, I did not have time to analyse each age group 
separately, therefore I decided to compare the two youngest age groups combined to the 
combination of the two oldest age groups. I have gathered the participants’ average 
ratings given to the individual terms in Figure 18. The data shows that in general the 
perceptions of the two age groups do not differ very much. However, there is one 
significant difference (p= 0.008712452) in the offensiveness ratings given by the two 
groups. Whereas those under 30 give an average rating of 3.1 to Paki, those over 50 give 
it an average rating of 4.0. 
 Those under 30 gave their self-assessed English skills an average of 4.3, and those 
participants who were over 50 years old estimated their English skills to be 4.1 on the 
average. The difference between the language skills of these two groups is, however, not 
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In this Chapter I discuss the results of the survey. In Section 5.1, I concentrate on the 
respondents’ views on the ethnic terms presented to them, and the reasons why the 
participants were or were not familiar with the terms presented to them. In Section 5.2, I 
discuss the differences in the results between the speakers of Finnish and Swedish, and 
also comment on the “age” and “gender” variables of the survey. Finally, in Section 5.3 
I discuss whether the results of the survey support my hypotheses presented in Section 
2.7. 
 When a reference to a word’s etymology is needed I use Oxford English Dictionary 
(OED) in this Chapter. In addition, I utilize the dictionary of standard Finnish, 
Kielitoimiston sanakirja, when I need to refer to a Finnish word with the same etymology 
as an English term presented in this paper. Similarly, a dictionary of standard Swedish, 
Nationalencyklopedin, is used for the same purpose. 
 
5.1 Ethnic Terms 
AFRICAN-AMERICAN, BLACK, NIGGER 
 All of the respondents were familiar with the words African-American, Black, and 
Nigger. This is hardly surprising considering the structure of the words. African-
American makes a direct reference to the origin of the people. Black, on the other hand, 
as an adjective is easily translatable into other languages and, thereby, understanding the 
reference to skin colour is easy. Nigger, then again, originally a loanword from French 
and Latin (see e.g. OED), has a related word with the same origin in most European 
languages, as in the major languages of Finland, Finnish and Swedish. 
 Most of the respondents seem to consider the word Nigger as an extremely 
offensive word, and then again seem to be aware that African-American, as suggested by 
the dictionary definitions in Section 3.3,  is considered by most native speakers of English 
the preferred term. Based on the answers, it is difficult to give a clear-cut answer why 
Finns seem to be so well aware of the status of the terms. Most of the participants did, 
however, estimate their English skills to be rather high (see Section 4.1). Some of the 
answers to open questions, such as “Learned by reading and listening” suggest that school 
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has nothing to do with understanding the status of these words, but rather the life outside 
the classroom, such as TV-programs with subtitles.  
Although most of the respondents seem to consider African-American as a neutral 
term and did not see any need to comment on their answer, one of the respondents does, 
however, question the use of African-American:  
“There is no European-American, so why do other Americans need to be labelled?”  
 
Although the term European-American does actually exist, it does not have the same 
preferred status, nor is it used as frequently as African-American. For example, the Corpus 
of Contemporary American English (COCA 2016) only gives 132 hits for the word 
European-American, whereas African-American has 12,113 hits. On the other hand, the 
fact that the use of white is normally not considered offensive (see e.g. OED), unlike the 
use of black often is (see Table 3), also reflects the power relations between the two 
communities, which, I believe, the commentator may have not fully realized. 
Some of the respondents did not feel that Nigger has any offensive properties. This, 
it seems, is partly due to the fact that some of the participants are aware of the process of 
reappropriation, as reflected in the following answers:  
“Nigger depends on the person using it. If white it's considered racist if black, then 
it's PC.” 
“Some of the expressions above might not be politically correct, but are sometimes 
used by people themselves from those origins. That's the reason I don't find them 
offensive either. I have friends who call themselves black or paki.”   
 
The participants’ attitudes towards the offensiveness of Black were rather split. One 
of the reasons for this, as the latter of the previous answers suggests, could, once again, 
be the respondents’ awareness of reappropriation. Another reason why the attitudes 
towards Black split could be the different status of the word in Britain and the US. 
Whereas African-American is now considered by most people the preferred term in the 
US, the British most often use, and accept, as suggested by OALD, the word Black. This 
seems to be true with persons who are familiar with other regional or major variants of 
English, as well: 
“In SA 'black' was a common word to describe people's race, and I got used to it. 
Otherwise it would probably feel more offensive.” 
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“In North Carolina schools everyone used black and Indian all the time, just to 
define who they where [sic] talking about. The term white was used the same way 
as well.” 
 
However, some of the respondents are clearly hesitant in their answers about the 
offensiveness of Black, as exemplified by the following comments: 
“I do not know why I feel unsure about the word "black". White people can be 
called white without being insulted.” 
“Using black is offencive bit wasnt years ago […]. Maybe there should be no 
pointing with words for sking color cause world starts to be very sencitive (honestly 
u dont know what word u can use anymore) [sic].” 
 
JEW, JEWISH, KIKE 
All of the participants of the survey were familiar with the words Jew and Jewish. Kike, 
on the other hand, was an unfamiliar word for more than half of the respondents. Those 
participants who recognized the term estimated their English skills to be higher than those 
who did not (see Section 4.2.2). In addition, both living in an English-speaking country 
and attending an English-speaking school seems to affect positively how likely the 
respondent was to recognize the term.   
While the first two terms, according to the dictionary labels in Section 3.3, seem to 
be somewhat neutral expressions, Kike, on the other hand, was labelled an offensive term 
in all of the dictionaries consulted for this thesis. One of the reasons why the respondents 
recognized Jew and Jewish so well could be, as Dewaele (2010: 221) states, the fact that 
neutral words can be taught at school, whereas disparaging terms, such as Kike cannot 
usually be taught. On the other hand, it is more likely to hear and see neutral terms than 
disparaging terms in media, affecting the familiarity of the words among non-native 
speakers. 
 Based on the dictionary definitions of Kike we could expect rather high scores on 
the offensiveness ratings. However, the views on the word are rather split. If we look at 
the background information of those respondents who gave the word a rating of “one” or 
“two” we can see that only one of the total of 19 respondents had spent any time (five 
months) in the US. The dictionary definition of CED defines the word as part of the US 
and Canadian varieties of English and, additionally, OED defines the word as originating 
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from the US. This could suggest that living in North America might be relevant in 
understanding the offensiveness of the word. 
 Despite the fact that Jewish is actually constructed of the morphemes Jew + ish (see 
e.g. OED) and, thereby, have the same etymology as Jew most respondents of the survey 
considered Jewish to be a totally neutral word. The word Jew, on the other hand, gathered 
roughly the same number of votes for all the different ratings in the survey. The different 
ratings between the words is probably due to the fact that they belong to different word 
classes, Jew being a noun and Jewish being an adjective. While nouns are usually words 
that identify something, adjectives, on the other hand, are words that describe a noun, 
giving extra information about it. Thereby, I believe that already the nature of nouns is 
such that it is easier to incorporate connotations in them while adjectives, on the other 
hand, are more dependent on the noun they describe. 
 One of the reasons why Jew gathered such split views could also be the fact that the 
words were presented without a context. One of the comments said the following: 
“The offensiveness of some of the words, depends fully on how they are used. E.g. 
I'm a Jew vs. that Jew.” 
 
AMERICAN INDIAN, NATIVE AMERICAN, REDSKIN 
The words American Indian, Native American and Redskin were recognized by almost all 
of the respondents. This is hardly surprising because the word Indian in American Indian 
does have equivalents both in Finnish and Swedish which are the languages spoken by 
most of the respondents. Native American¸ on the other hand, requires the respondent to 
only be familiar with the meaning of the adjective native, and additionally have some 
general knowledge about the history of America, to be able to understand the denotation 
of the word. As the word is now considered to be the preferred term it is also possible that 
the participants of the survey have learned the word at school. Redskin, then again, has 
an equivalent word both in Swedish and Finnish which requires the respondent to only be 
familiar with the words red and skin to make it comprehensible. 
 The dictionary labels of Native American suggest that the word is now the preferred 
term. Indeed, most of the respondents acknowledge this, too. Then again, almost half of 
the participants of the survey feel that American Indian is a totally neutral word, although 
the dictionary labels in Section 3.3 do not entirely support this. The reason for this could 
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be the fact that the corresponding word for Indian in Finnish, intiaani, is considered by 
many a neutral word, and, for instance, classified by dictionary of standard Finnish, 
Kielitoimiston sanakirja, as a neutral word. Dictionaries, as stated in Section 3.3, attempt 
to reflect the language attitudes of the society. 
 One of the reasons why the majority of the respondents considered the word 
Redskin to be offensive could be the discussion about the controversial name of the 
American football team, Washington Redskins. The discussion has also been noted in 
Finland, especially in 2014 when the team lost the trademarks they had held because they 
were considered disparaging against Native Americans.  However, not everybody 
considered Redskin offensive in the survey. Some of the participants might genuinely 
consider the word as a neutral expression as reflected by the following comment: 
“Redskin is hilarious.” 
 
Some of the respondents also stress the importance of context: 
“Redskin depends on context, you wouldn't go to a Native American and call them 
redskin.” 
 
CHINAMAN, FRENCHMAN  
Again, it is easy to understand why almost all of the participants of the survey were 
familiar with Chinaman and Frenchman. Both of the words are built of two morphemes, 
a morpheme referring directly to the country or its people, and the morpheme man 
referring to a human being. 
 The views on the offensiveness of Chinaman are very split. This could be partly 
caused by the fact that the word seems to be a bit archaic, as stated in one of the dictionary 
entries. Also the fact that two of the dictionaries did not even have an entry for the word 
may suggest that the word is not used regularly anymore. The same is also proven by the 
frequency of the word in English books shown in Figure 19. The data shows that the word 
was used much more frequently during the late 19th century and at the beginning of the 
20th century. Compared to the noun Chinese its use has always been much less frequent. 
It could be, then, that the respondents do recognize the word Chinaman but are not certain 
about all the connotations of the word. One of the respondents’ comments gives support 
to this theory: 
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“Chinaman gives a cheap impression, I'd much rather use word 'Chinese' instead.” 
 
Most of the respondents consider Frenchman to be a totally neutral word, but there 
are exceptions to this, as well.  Frenchman, as well as Chinaman, both contain the 
morpheme man. This could mean that some of the respondents see the words as sexist 
and therefore see some elements of offensiveness in them.  
 
Figure 19. The frequency of “Chinaman” and “Chinese” when used as a noun in English language books, 1800-2008, 
in Google Books Ngram Viewer. 
 
CRACKER, WHITE TRASH 
Cracker turned out to be an unfamiliar word for many respondents of the survey. It is 
easy to understand because the word consists of a single lexeme which does not provide 
any tips on the denotation of the word. For some Finns another difficulty in recognizing 
it is the fact that the word, in the sense of an ethnic term, is more often used in the North 
American varieties of English.  Indeed, some of the participants’ comments reflect this:  
“What is a cracker?” 
“Cracker in Ireland means someone who is very good looking, so it's a compliment.” 
 
Also, as stated in Section 4.2.2, those participants who knew the term self-evaluated their 
English skills to be higher than those who did not recognize the word. Additionally, those 
who have spent time in an English-speaking country seem to recognize the word more 
often than those who have not. A similar effect can be seen between those who have 
attended an English-speaking school and those who have not. However, school or living 
in an English-speaking country are not the only things that affect the recognizing of the 
term. One participant comments how he had learned about the connotations of the word: 
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“I learned the pejorative connotations of the cracker on the internet.” 
 
The split views on the offensiveness of the term probably also reflect, at least 
partially, the unfamiliarity of the term. Then again, some of the respondents feel that, 
even as a target of verbal abuse, they as members of the often privileged group are not in 
the position to evaluate the term’s offensiveness: 
“As a white person I don't feel at a position to be able to adequately assess the 
offensiveness of these words.” 
“the word 'cracker' feels rather humorous to me because I've mostly heard it used 
in comedic situations (American action films, stand-up comedy etc.) - and because 
I am one - but it has the potential to be quite offensive, which is why I gave it a 3.” 
 
On the other hand, most of the respondents gave the term White Trash one of the two 
highest rankings on the offensiveness scale. Perhaps the way the term is constructed, a 
compound of white and trash, has an effect on this. Trash, I dare to claim, has negative 
connotations already as an independent word, bringing these connotations to the 
compound, as well.  
 The term White Trash also triggered one respondents to discuss the use of offensive 
terms even further and sees the term to be a proof of white privilege: 
“The fact that one can use the word 'white trash' without being labelled as a racist 
reveals that white privilege actually exists. When that privilege is lost, no minority 
position protects the person, and he/she/they can be called whatever pejorative names 
possible, without it sounding discriminatory - mean perhaps, but not discriminatory 
in a sense that would provoke social sancations [sic].” 
 
ESKIMO, JAP, MULATTO, PAKI 
Paki was one of those terms that the respondents were least familiar with. The data 
presented in Section 4.2.2 suggests that those respondents who have lived in an English-
speaking country were more likely to recognize the term than those who had not. Also, 
attending an English-speaking school seems to affect positively how likely the respondent 
is to recognize the term. When the respondents were asked to self-assess their English 
skills those who recognized the term rated their skills significantly higher. 
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I believe that the split views on its offensiveness are also an indication of the 
unfamiliarity of the word. Although the respondents recognized the term they did not 
agree on its offensiveness. Partly both the unfamiliarity of the term and the different views 
on its offensiveness are probably caused by the fact that the term is mainly used only in 
Britain and not in all major varieties of English. One of those respondents who did not 
recognize the term had commented the terms of the survey on a general level: 
“Mostly those are basically used in States.” 
 
I believe that the comment is one indicator that, at least in his case, the terms that are part 
of the US varieties of English are recognized more often. 
 Although Jap was recognized more often than Paki the offensiveness ratings given 
to them are very similar. Both of the terms received support for all five ratings. One of 
the reasons for the split views on both of these terms could be that some people see both 
of them to simply be abbreviations of the words Japanese and Pakistani and are not aware 
of the possible connotations of the words as exemplified by the following comment: 
“‘Jap’ and ‘Paki’ are probably generally considered more offensive but I see them 
mainly as abbreviations of the names of the nationalities.” 
 
On the other hand, as stated by Thorne (1990), the term Jap is generally considered more 
derogatory in the American and Australian varieties of English than the British; a fact that 
can be reflected in the offensiveness ratings of the participants. 
All of the ratings on the offensiveness scale received roughly equal amount of 
support when the respondents were asked to evaluate the offensiveness of Mulatto. 
According to the dictionary definitions the term is considered old-fashioned which might 
suggest that the respondents are not familiar with the connotations of the word and could 
thus contribute to the participants’ split views. The following comment exemplifies the 
unfamiliarity of the term to some of the respondents: 
“Never heard the word mulatto used, but it feels offensive.” 
 
Then again, both the word Mulatto and the word Black make a direct reference to the 
person’s physical qualities. Although many consider this to be inappropriate and 
56 
 
offensive, the word Black, as stated earlier in this Chapter, is seen as the preferred term 
in the UK. Therefore, many might see the same controversy in Mulatto, as well.  
 Almost all of the participants were familiar with Eskimo. This is hardly surprising 
as the word can be found in the Finnish vocabulary in exactly the same form, and with a 
slightly different spelling eskimå in Swedish. This is probably also the reason why almost 
half of the respondents considered the term to be totally neutral because neither the 
Finnish Kielitoimiston sanakirja, nor its Swedish equivalent Nationalencyklopedin 
consider the term to be offensive in any way. Some of the respondents have become, 
however, aware of the possible offensiveness of the word: 
“Only found out recently that one should use the word Inuit (and Inuk) instead of 
Eskimo.” 
 
5.2 Summary of Other Findings 
The differences in the language skills between the speakers of Finnish and Swedish reflect 
the findings made in previous studies. As stated in Section 2.4, according to Härmälä et 
al. (2014: 170) the Swedish speakers’ skills in speaking and writing are generally higher 
than those of Finnish speakers. On the other hand, when it comes to understanding the 
language, which is what this study is mainly interested in, the differences are not as 
extensive. This can also be seen in my data as the Swedish speakers recognized the terms 
Cracker, Kike and Paki, which were the most unfamiliar words for the respondents of my 
survey, slightly more often than the Finnish speakers. Then again, the Swedish speakers 
generally considered the ethnicity terms to be less offensive than the speakers of Finnish. 
However, we must bear in mind that the number of Swedish speaking respondents in the 
survey was only 17, compared to the 140 speakers of Finnish, which might be reflected 
in the results. 
 The data also shows that the differences in the ratings given by male and female 
participants to the terms of the survey were not extensive and statistically not significant. 
This could partly be due to the relatively low number of male participants (24) in the 
survey.  
 Age also proved out to be an irrelevant variable in the survey. Except for the word 
Paki, there were no significant differences in the answers given by the different age 
groups. On the other hand, this variable was not dealt with very thoroughly in this study.  
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5.3 Discussion on the Hypotheses 
In Section 2.7 I stated that my hypotheses regarding the survey were the following: (i) 
The majority of the participants do not recognize all of the ethnic terms presented to them. 
(ii) The offensiveness ratings given by different participants do not differ very much. (iii) 
The offensiveness ratings given by the participants follow by large the views of dictionary 
makers. (iv) No major differences can be found between the speakers of Finnish or 
Swedish regarding the recognition of the ethnic terms, nor in the evaluation of their 
offensiveness. 
 In the survey, there were nine words; American Indian, Chinaman, Cracker, 
Eskimo, Jap, Kike, Mulatto, Paki, and Redskin; that at least one of the participants were 
not familiar with. The words, Cracker, Kike, and Paki were the most unfamiliar words in 
the survey, which 56, 89, and 28 of the participants did not recognize. As the survey 
attracted 165 respondents in total, this means that over half of the respondents were not 
familiar with the word. This supports my hypothesis that the majority of the participants 
do not recognize all the ethnic terms of the survey.  
 Based on the data it can be said that the respondents were not unanimous about the 
offensiveness of the terms presented to them. Especially when the participants were asked 
to evaluate the offensiveness of Black, Chinaman, Cracker, Jap, Jew, Mulatto, Paki, and 
to some extent Redskin the views were rather split. Therefore, the data does not support 
my hypothesis that the views on the offensiveness of the word do not differ very much.  
 My third hypothesis was that the participants’ views on the offensiveness of the 
terms roughly follows dictionary makers’ views. Some elements of the data can be said 
to support this theory. For instance, the term African-American is considered by most of 
the respondents as a neutral term, Black, on the other hand, is seen both as a neutral term 
and an offensive term, which also reflects the dictionary makers’ split views. Nigger, then 
again, is seen by most respondents an extremely offensive term. On the other hand, terms, 
such as Kike, American Indian, and Eskimo are considered by many respondents more 
neutral than the dictionary makers consider them. Therefore, my third hypothesis can only 
be said to be partly true. 
 As mentioned in Section 5.2, the Swedish speakers recognized the terms Cracker, 
Kike and Paki slightly more often than the Finnish speakers. However, the differences 
were rather small. Then again, when the respondents were asked to evaluate the 
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offensiveness of the terms, the Swedish speakers generally considered the ethnicity terms 
to be less offensive than the speakers of Finnish. Statistically significant differences could 
be found in the evaluations of the terms Paki, Black, and Jew. Thus, my hypothesis that 
no major differences can be found between the speakers of Finnish or Swedish regarding 
the recognition of the ethnic terms is supported by the data. On the other hand, the second 
part of the hypothesis that no major differences can be found in the evaluation of the 
offensiveness of the terms between the two language groups is not supported by the 






In this thesis I have shown that the Finnish non-native speakers of English are rather 
familiar with the different ethnic terms, including slurs. Those respondents of the survey 
who recognize the terms also estimate their English skills to be higher than those who do 
not. Statistically the difference is significant. In addition, those respondents of the survey 
who have lived in an English speaking country seem to recognize the terms more 
frequently than those who have not. A similar difference was found between those 
respondents who have attended a school where English was the primary language used 
and those who have not. The terms Cracker, Kike, and Paki proved the most unfamiliar 
terms for the respondents.  
 One of the aims of this study was to find out whether there are any differences in 
how offensive the Finnish-speaking and Swedish-speaking Finns consider the ethnic 
terms that they were asked to evaluate in the survey. The data shows that the differences 
between the two language groups were, for the most part, not significant. In general, the 
speakers of Swedish considered most of the terms to be less offensive than the Finnish 
speaking Finns. However, significant differences between the two language groups could 
be found in the evaluations of the terms Paki, Black, and Jew. In addition, the Swedish 
speakers seemed to recognize the terms slightly more often than the Finnish speakers.  
 No significant differences were found between the male and the female participants 
of the survey. The parameter “age” also seemed to be irrelevant for the most part. The 
only significant difference between the age groups was found in the evaluations of the 
offensiveness of Paki, which the over 50-year-olds saw to be more offensive than those 
under 30.  
 The survey proved to be an economical and efficient research tool in the study. 
However, some of the elements of this survey leave room for criticism, as well. As 
discussed in Section 2.2, the meaning of words is always dependent on the context. As 
the terms in the survey were presented without the context the results are more difficult 
to interpret and leave a lot room for speculation why the individual answers are what they 
are. I believe that in the future a study where the participants are asked to evaluate the 
words in a context, either spoken or written, could be useful. 
 Although the survey had a total of 165 respondents, 141 of them were women. 
However, I do not believe that this is a problem from the point of view of validity of the 
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study as the male participants represent all age groups, except the under 20-year-olds, in 
the survey. Then again, detecting differences between the male and female participants 
was not even the aim of the study. 
 Another issue that might raise questions about the validity of the study is the high-
level of average understanding of English and whether this represents the situation in 
Finland. I believe, however, that in light of the status of English in Finland, as discussed 
in Section 2.5, this actually represents the current situation in Finland: English is 
understood rather well. Also, previous research (see e.g. Mistar 2011) suggests that self-
evaluation of second language skills is rather a reliable tool. 
 When it comes to research ethics of my study, I believe that I have followed the 
norms for good academic conduct. In the survey, I made sure that all answers were 
handled anonymously, by not including any such questions that would reveal the identity 
of the respondent. In addition, this was also stated at the beginning of the survey. As some 
of the terms included in this study are highly controversial I also included a warning that 
some of the respondents might find some of the terms offensive and should close the 
internet browser if they wished not to continue.  
 Finland has been, and still is, rather a homogenous society. However, things are 
also changing here. Sometimes the comments made by ordinary people, or even by the 
politicians, suggest that the Finnish people are not very concerned with politically correct 
language. However, I believe that I have shown in this thesis that many people are aware 
of political correctness as the offensiveness ratings given by the respondents of the survey 
can be said to roughly follow the views of the dictionary makers. Indeed, as Hughes 
(2010: 21) has pointed out, multiculturalism is, in many ways, the driving force behind 
political correctness. British politician Clare Short once said (cited in Hughes 2010: 12), 
“But we have all had to learn to modify our language. That’s all part of being a human 
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